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In his book Look Homeward Angel, Thomas Wolfe wrote, “You can’t go home again.” Robert Frost wrote, “Home is the place where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in.”
 
Jesus tried to go home again to Nazareth. But it didn’t work. And the famous line Jesus uttered from that visit was “A prophet is without honor in his own hometown.”
 
Jesus had grown up in Nazareth. He worked with his father in his carpentry shop. He attended the synagogue there, where he obviously learned his Jewish Scriptures and traditions. Now he has grown up, left home, and begun his life work, his ministry. The people of Nazareth have heard about his teachings and his healings. When Jesus comes back home, they want to see some of his signs and wonders. He’s their favorite son come home, but quickly the reception turns sour; their adulation turns to hostility. 
 
Why do they turn against him? We can speculate about the reasons. I’ve wondered if the local folks didn’t have trouble welcoming back Joseph’s son because he has now become a celebrity, not exactly a Clay Aiken “American Idol” songster. But Jesus has now become a well-known teacher-preacher-prophet. Some of the hometown folks are cheering him on. But there are times when the people don’t cheer when the small town boy/girl makes good. Sometimes the folks back home want you to stay the same as you used to be. 
 
In how many high school senior yearbooks have we read somebody’s handwritten scrawl: “I’ve loved knowing you this year, and I hope you will always stay just like you are.” It’s supposed to be a compliment, but it’s really putting you in a box. “Don’t you change now. Stay the same.”
 
I can remember one man in my hometown whose favorite saying was, “Don’t get above your raising.” He had seen some regular fair-haired kids, who fit in nicely with the local scene, but then they went off to college and got uppity. They learned some fancy words and strange ideas and started talking different; and the next thing you knew, they brought home some friends with them, and those friends were different, not like “our kind of folks.”
 
The townspeople in Nazareth may have thought that Jesus had gone off and gotten uppity. And now he comes back home to show off his new learning. But they wanted him to stay the same as he was when he left—with sawdust on his hands.
 
Why did they turn against Jesus? They most likely turned against him because of the message he was teaching. He had just come from the Temple where he said that his mission was to preach good news to the poor, give sight to the blind, to free the oppressed.
 
He did not say that he came to bring good news only to the Jews. And the folks in Nazareth were all Jews. Jesus had already been in Capernaum, a town where there were many non-Jews. He even had the audacity to mention to the Nazareth townsfolk that Elijah and Elisha, from their Jewish ancestry, had helped people who were non-Jews. 
He simply told the story from their Hebrew scriptures about Elijah helping a widow across the tracks in Zarapheth, and Elisha being sent by God to help the leper Naaman, a Syrian. Neither of these were Jews. As Barbara Brown Taylor says, this was “like telling them God had become chaplain to the Ku Klux Klan, or that God had passed over a Sunday school teacher who was sick in order to take care of an ailing Hindu.” (Home By Another Way, p. 44) In short, Jesus was telling them that God’s sense of community was much larger than theirs. They had trouble with diversity in Nazareth!
 
Jesus’ hometown folks wanted to keep the outsiders out. And when Jesus refused to kowtow to their sense of entitlement, their desire for privileged status, he offended them. And they turned against him. They turned him from being favored son to despised stranger. And they plotted to kill him.
 
If you are a friend to our enemies, then you’re no friend of ours. This sounds like the motto of government officials in our own time. We tend to get mad when somebody suggests that God loves the people we don’t want to get near. We may want God to see it our way, to support our neat categories. (We’re the good guys; they’re the bad guys. God loves us, not them.) But God keeps knocking down our prejudices and barriers. In Nazareth Jesus wasn’t saying that God loved the people there any less; he just said that God loves the people they couldn’t stand just as much as God loves them.
 
So, God loves the Iraqis as much as the Americans. God loves the Palestinians as much as the Israelis. God loves the Hispanics as much as the African Americans. And God loves the Capernaum Gentiles as much as the Nazareth Jews. When our sinfulness enters the picture, we tend to turn strangers into enemies.
 
This same kind of exclusive thinking can creep into the church too. But such divisiveness has no place here. We know that Jesus himself welcomed least likely people. He preferred to be around misfits rather than religious people. 
He opened his circle to include all kinds of folks, even a motley crew of disciples who probably would have flunked out of any respectable school we know.
 
Jesus had a way of accepting all kinds of people. He went around describing God’s inclusive community, the kingdom, and he stirred up hostility. And when the hometown people wanted to push him over a cliff, he simply passed through their midst and went on his way to the next town. He was free and elusive—and full of courage.
 
In the church we are a community of wide diversity. We come here from different places, different nationalities, political perspectives, sexual orientations, and religious backgrounds. Yet we have come together to focus on what we have in common---our humanity and our loyalty to Jesus as Lord.
 
When it comes to the Lord’s Table, this holy feast, we don’t decide who comes to the table. God prepares the guest list for this feast, and we simply extend God’s invitation. We don’t make this community of faith; it is God who makes us a community. And God often uses our differences to open us up to acceptance at the table and to a truth that’s far bigger than we are.
 
The story today teaches us to be on guard against our tendency to be judgmental and exclusive. The Gospel is good news for all people. At the Lord’s Table we include those whom Jesus included, and we exclude only those he excluded. God, help us to accept all kinds of people, for you love us all the same. Amen.
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